Research on customer loyalty in services has
Introduction
International services industry has continuously been growing and has become an increasingly important part of the worldwide economy (Margetts, 2012; Hummel, Schacht & Maedche, 2016) . With rapid developments of interactive / mobile-based marketing communications, service quality, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty are becoming crucial parameters for a business success in services (Parasuraman & Grewal, 2000; Caruana, 2002; Aksoy et al., 2012; Zhang, Jin, Wang, Goh & He, 2016; Bello, Radulovich, Javalgi, Scherer & Taylor, 2016) .
The rapid growth in the information technology sector has created a need for a widespread communication research in today's fast changing environment (Hall, 2015; Tran & Corner, 2016; Bacile, Fox, Wolter & Massa, 2017) . New technology solutions and process changes are being implemented to enable organizations to conduct businesses more effectively (Preston, 2017) . For instance, current technologies might offer a single integrated application to manage all customer interactions across different communication channels (Rapp et al., 2010; JimenezCastillio & Sanchez-Perez, 2013; Huang & Liao, 2015; Rondon, Boveda-Lambie & Neumann, 2017) to improve customer experiences with companies. Subsequently, more satisfied customers are more likely to become regular customers and repurchasing behaviour translates into an economic value for businesses allowing them to maintain their market share and run their businesses profitably in the current highly competitive market.
However, an insufficient assessment of the influence of culture on customer preferences impedes accurate selection of communication channels. Moreover, as markets are becoming more and more geographically integrated, there is a need to better understand communication research that would extend a single country's borders to spot changes in customer preferences and offer an adequate communication for customers (Gevorgyan & Manucharova, 2009) . Cultural variability often leads to the development of differences in customer behaviour within and across national boundaries and provides important explanations for variances in customer preferences and choices (Shaw & Clarke, 1998; Salciuviene et al., 2005; Reardon et al., 2008; Salciuviene et al., 2010; Qiu et al., 2013) .
In recent years, multi-channel customer contacts, such as self-service web chat and social media platforms became important (e.g., Neslin et al., 2006; Cooper et al., 2009; Heinonen & Michelsson, 2010; Robertson, 2012; Seck & Philippe, 2013; Fan, Kulkarni, Gormus, Efthymiou, Kalogridis, Sooriyabandara & Chin, 2013; Lien & Cao, 2014; Lee, Moon, Kim & Mun, 2015; Sanghavi, De Mattos & Salciuviene, 2015; Polp & Sese, 2016; Sousa, Amorim, Pinto & Magalhaes, 2016) to improve customer communication with international service providers operating in different cultures. Particularly, when the production of services is associated with communication, customer evaluations of service quality become critical when crossing boundaries (Kanso & Kitchen, 2004) because not all customers have the same level of technological skills or prefer the same communication channel across different cultures. Moreover, few attempts have been made to assess this phenomenon cross-culturally (Leonard et al., 2009; Proctor et al., 2011) .
Although customer loyalty is becoming an increasingly popular topic among academics and practitioners alike, there is little known about combining customer preferences of communication channels with other determinants in one model. Based on the theoretical development of the model combining the above determinant with the other two, namely, perceived service quality and customer satisfaction, the authors aim to propose the model and put forward three propositions to be tested in future research. The paper aids better understanding of customer loyalty and its determinants and it should be of interest for academics along with international service providers operating internationally as customer loyalty converts into an economic value to firms operating in the services sector across different cultures.
Theoretical Development: Nature of Services, Customer Contact in Services and Services Classification Models
The nature of the service affects types of contacts and customer service system contacts can be classified as active, passive or both (Mersha, 1990) . Other research (Chase, 1978 (Chase, , 1981 Chase, Northcraft & Wolf 1984; Mersha, 1990; Kinder, 2001; Schmenner, 1986) suggests that the level of customer contact may range from low to high. For instance, the Schmenner's Service Process Matrix (1986) indicates that where contact is low, most tasks are performed in the back office; while, where contact is high the customer is in the direct contact with the service system throughout most of the service delivery process.
The cost involved in the production and delivery of the intended service determines the service operating efficiency (Chase et al. 1984) . Typically, this would involve the costs of active contact time, passive contact time and back office task performance based on resource requirements, task complexity and employee skill level needed for the production of each service output. Based on the unit of a service output, Mersha (1990) suggest that the relative weight can be assigned to each type of task (active and passive contact time between the customer and service providers as well as between the customer and the services system). Statistically, Chase (1981) and Chase & Tansik (1983) suggest that the extent of a contact between the customer and the service facility relative to the total service production time determines the potential operating efficiency of the service facility. Service facility is "classified according to the type and amount of interactions customers have with the service facility" (Chase et al., 1984, p. 543 In services, Chase (1978) defines customer contact as "the physical presence of the customer in the system" (p.138). Chase's (1981) model has been useful for designing, analysing and understanding service providers and further extensions of the model have been offered in the literature due to the insufficient classification of service systems and a lack of the potential to assess service facility effectively (Mersha, 1990; Delone & McLean, 1992; Soteriou & Chase, 1998; Kellogg, 2000; Yazici, 2002; Negash et al., 2003; Kumar & Kumar, 2004; Chase & Apte, 2007; Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010) . For instance, according to Schmenner (1986) , the limitation of Chase's (1981) model is in unclarified definition of a customer contact and insufficient differentiation between services, which primarily require the physical presence of the customer in the service facility and those involving a high degree of interaction and customisation. Therefore, Schmenner (1986) proposed an improved customer contact matrix based on the degree of labour intensity on one axis and the degree of interaction and customisation on the other. The shortcoming of this matrix is its focus on the service process, which requires the customer's physical presence in comparison to those that do not require any physical presence as Mersha (1990) argues that Chase's (1981) definition is rather restrictive since a customer does not always have to be physically present to make a direct contact with a service facility. For example, most activities of tele-banking, insurance or travel services are performed by telephone and other telecommunication systems, therefore, no physical presence of the customer are necessary. Further, Mersha (1990) proposes a broader customer contact definition that incorporates service encounters involving a direct contact, although may not necessarily face-to-face interaction between the customer and the service facility. His new definition addresses this concern: "customer contact refers to a direct encounter between the customer and the service system. This encounter may be face-to-face, either by the customer's presence in the service system or the presence of the service system's representative in the customer's facility, or it may be mediated through the use of communication technologies such as the telephone" (p. 394).
How customer preferences for communication channels could be determined in different cultural contexts?
Culture is important when making decisions about communications between companies and their customers (Kanso & Kitchen, 2004 , Alden et al., 2010 , Leonard et al., 2011 . Developing a deeper understanding of local culture and evaluating its influences on customer preferences is central to all business across cultures (Shaw & Clarke, 1998 , Leonard et al., 2011 but, particularly, to international service providers (e.g., Salciuviene et al. 2010) .
In cross-cultural research, various elements of culture interact with other external forces and directly or indirectly influence customer satisfaction, which in turn leads to a company's profit. Thereby there is no doubt that culture does play a role and affects how business is conducted across countries (e.g., Kazlauskaite et al., 2009) . For this reason, researchers must take into consideration cultural assessment to avoid mistakes across cultures (Kanso & Kitchen, 2004 , Harzing et al., 2005 Leonard et al., 2011) .
The approach to the determinants of customer choice of communication channels both within a particular cultural context and across countries takes its point of departure in the culturalist approach, which requires clarification in what culture is, and focuses on the patterns of its manifestation through customer preferences. The authors find inspiration in Geertz's (1973) and Gullestrup's (2001; definitions and view culture as a configuration of learned behaviour, mainly embodied and transmitted by symbols, which are affected by the collection of learned attitudes, shared by members within a group, and distinguishing one group of members from another. Consequently, in considering the nature of culture and complexity in defining it, our perception of culture refers to patterns of human behaviour and one's perceptions and attitudes that determine human actions, and is thus congruent with the aim of the paper.
Customer communication channels include traditional channels, such as letters, faxes, telephone, face-to-face and newer communication channels such as call centre, service centre, web site and virtual Internet communities. Service providers vary the way they communicate with their customers and how well they use communication channels. However, the way wherein a service company communicates with their customers may not be customers preferred choice of communication and interaction. More importantly, the selected customer communication channel may not be an optimal match to what customers expect from the international service providers. Customers may prefer some communication channels to others either for transaction purposes (e.g., Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003; Gupta et al., 2004; Ansari et al., 2005; Verhoef & Donkers, 2005; Froehle, 2006; Berger, 2009; Hasouneh & Alqeed, 2010; Rai et al., 2012; Polo & Sese, 2016) or for communication purposes (e.g., Koppelman et al., 1977; Mersha, 1990; Moore & Jovanis, 1987; 1988; Soteriou & Chase, 1998; Fan et al., 2013; Huang & Liao, 2015) as well as due to individual differences, such as differences in personal values or different cultural contexts (Harzing et al., 2005; Leonard et al., 2011) .
Communications have been the subject of research for many scholars across different disciplines over the years (e.g., Chase, 1978; Mersha, 1990; Delone & McLean, 1992; Yazici, 2002; Negash et al., 2003; Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003; Gupta et al., 2004; Ansari et al., 2005; Verhoef & Donkers, 2005; Froehle, 2006; Keller, 2009; Leonard et al., 2011; Reinold & Tropp, 2012; Maity & Dass, 2014; Auruskeviciene et al., 2015; Tran & Corner, 2016; Rondon et al., 2017) . For instance, in services field, Moore & Jovanis (1988) propose a media choice behaviour model, where consumer preferences and choices are made based on knowledge of the communication context, both initiator and recipient of the communication, the alternative media and travel options. In their study, an experiment was used to create realistic scenarios for respondents to rate their media preferences (telephone, mail, internal mail, facsimile, voice mail, electronic mail, courier and telex) and extent of contextual information (communication purpose, urgency, complexity, organisational location and relative status). Specifically, their model comprises two key elements:
(1) The first element refers to the interaction between a company's supply of communication facilities and the demand for communication needs. Moore & Jovanis (1988) (2) The second element regards the individual's choice of a communication medium in an organisation. This element is based on a model of the customer choice process (Koppelman et al., 1977) , modified by Moore & Jovanis (1988) using their exploratory research findings. The choice is determined by the characteristics of the communication activity and the relationship between the communication initiator and its recipient.
It is assumed that there are certain attributes of the communication situation, such as urgency of the communication and personal needs (desire to communicate using a familiar medium). The initiator is also assumed to have knowledge of the characteristics of medium alternatives in the form of cognitive, attribute-based or affective expectations.
The suitability of each medium for the recipient / communicator is then assessed. An individual would compare expectations about each medium with the relative importance of attributes and personal needs in a specific situation to evaluate which alternatives are the best match. This process results in the formation of communication channel preferences, while the actual choice is determined by the influence of situational constraints on an individual's media preferences. Their experimental results suggest that ease of use, speed and reliability are important factors to explain consumer media choices and conclude that communication media choice behaviour is very context-dependent.
What are the consequences of identifying customer preferences by international service Providers in different contexts?
The literature suggests that a deep analysis of customer preferences and purchasing habits forms the essence of customer relationship management and results in the change of a company's philosophy from a product centric to a customer centric (Bose, 2002; Wilson et al., 2002; Payne & Frow, 2005) . Thus, most service providers gather data intelligence and use IT services to analyse their sophisticated data for customer relationship management (Herceg & Madison, 2004) comprising such factors as improvements in service quality, increased customer satisfaction and loyalty.
Previous research has linked service quality, communication time and intimacy elements (Kellogg & Chase, 1995; Soteriou & Chase, 1998) . Later, Cronin & Taylor (1992) investigated the relationship between service quality, customer satisfaction and purchase intention and found that service quality is an antecedent of customer satisfaction, while customer satisfaction has a significant effect on purchase intention. Also, service quality leads to stronger relationships with the service providers resulting in customer loyalty in the form of repeat purchase behaviour (e.g., Storbacka, Stranvik & Gronroos, 1994 Ivanauskiene et al., 2013 . Customer loyalty could be increased more effectively through multi-channel customer communications (Peppard, 2000) .
In the web-based environment, Negash et al. (2003) conducted a study to test their proposed model with three quality dimensions and user satisfaction they adapted from previous studies by Pitt, Watson & Kavan (1995) and Delone & McLean (1992) . These authors suggest that the quality of a web-based customer support system involves the overall quality of information it supplies, the service it provides and the characteristics of the support system itself, such as interactivity and accessibility. The findings of their study confirm that the system quality is associated with user satisfaction, that is, users are satisfied when the system quality meets their expectation, but this relationship is context dependent.
Where Do We Go From Here? Theoretical Model and Propositions
With the advances in digital technology (Preston, 2017) , international service providers use diverse and more sophisticated communication channels to reach, communicate and interact with their customers.
We use Classification Theory to propose the theoretical model comprising those four important elements that may influence customer preferred communication channels, positively affecting service quality, satisfaction and customer loyalty for specific service providers. Classification Theory explains that knowledge about things needs to be organised into categories.
In the theoretical model, we put forward the following key elements: (1) service provider decisions, (2) customer profile / expectations and (3) customer preferred communication channels, which might promote or impede the following consequences for service provider: (4a) service quality and (4b) customer satisfaction influencing (4c) customer loyalty (Figure 1) .
Figure 1. A Theoretical Model of Determinants and Consequences of Customer Preferred Communication Channels

Effects of Culture
Not only do international service providers have to assess market opportunities, and examine future trends for long-term strategies, but they also need to account for the local context when offering their services. (cultural principles) that lead to specific communication choices distinguish customers from each other. Therefore, customer likes and dislikes and the market segments they define have important implications for international marketers (Arnould et al., 2004) .
Lively debates are going on among scholars as to whether cultural studies must be treated as a unique whole (Gullestrup, 2006) , or whether cultural factors observed across cultures could be identified as universals (Hofstede, 2001) . Thus, by knowing the values, or groups of values of a particular culture, and comparing them to those of another, we can relatively predict behavioural, attitudinal and other differences. That is, it is possible to estimate the extent to which culture will influence choice of marketing communication effectiveness across cultures. Moreover, scholars argue, that the use of culture in explaining variation across countries depends on how culture is treated (Mockaitis, 2002) and findings depend on conceptualising culture (Cavusgil & Das, 1997; Samiee & Jeoung, 1994; Sekaran, 1983 ) and a priori definitions of the cultural groups being studied or identification of a 'cultural' rather than 'national' unit (Samiee & Jeoung, 1994; Lenartowicz & Roth, 1999) .
Culture interacts with both factors: organisational decisions of international service providers and customer profile / expectations that, in turn, influence customer preferences for communication channels and affect customer satisfaction, perceived service quality and loyalty. In other words, international service providers have to get acquainted with local cultures to ensure a proper choice of communication channels has been offered to its consumers. By allowing customers to select the most relevant communication channels to reach the international service provider, perceived service quality increases, customers become more satisfied with the international service provider, their loyalty increases, thus, ensuring higher profits and market share maintenance for international service providers in the long-term.
In the emerging view of culture and customer preferences, international service providers must assess how to align their communication channels with cultural principles. To successfully communicate with their customers, marketing communications should be built on cultural features. If we agree that individuals' preferences are determined at least in part by his or her culture, we can conclude that customers choose specific communication channels corresponding with their own culture. Likewise, cultural variability often leads to the development of differences in usage of different kinds of communication channels within and across national borders and provides important explanations for variances in customer preferred choices.
Decisions by International Service Providers
An important determinant for selecting specific communication channels refers to connectivity, defined by the costs of establishing a communication link with customers. For example, the cost of connectivity is smaller when using the Internet than the telephone. Also, the desirable contact level (high -active versus low -passive contact) should be taken into consideration when designing the communication channels by international service provider. A desirable contact level also specifies the duration of communication time, extent of intimacy the service encounter should receive and information quality, which will affect the expectations of the customers about the comprehensibility, relevance or credibility.
Communication time refers to the total time spent for communication between the customer and the international service provider. Intimacy is the extent of perceived level of individual care and attention given by staff from the international service provider. In most situations, customers do have an acceptable time range and level of intimacy that depends on prior expectations and complexity of the service offered. Information richness refers to the level of information quality in terms of informativeness or entertainment, information delivery, information access, information sharing and information use.
International service providers have to make the above decisions taking into account front and back office task performance in terms of resource requirements, complexity of tasks and employee skills to ensure timely and adequate response to customers through a variety of communication channels.
According to the model, customer loyalty depends on a strategically well selected communication channels that international service providers might offer to match their customer preferences. Signalling Theory could provide an explanation for a positive effect of customer preferred communication channels to communicate and interact with the international service provider on evoking positive consequences, such as increased perceived service quality, enhanced customer satisfaction and increased loyalty to the international service provider. According to this theory, two parties participate in the information exchange with each other. Usually those two parties use different means of communication for sending and receiving the information they aim to exchange. Thus, our model suggests that international service providers would need to offer both traditional and newer communication channels to their customers to in different cultural settings. Depending on the different cultural contexts, customer profile and expectations, each customer would then choose the most relevant communication channel to start a communication with the international service provider be it a simple question they wish to ask about specific services or a more serious matter to resolve by customer services. By offering matching communication channels, international service providers could improve their service offerings and increase their perceived service quality, resulting in higher customer satisfaction and enhanced customer loyalty. 
Conclusion
This contribution offers a theoretical model of customer loyalty determinants. It suggests propositions signifying that customer loyalty in the services sector across different countries could be better understood by taking into account cross-cultural influences and modelling combined effects of service provider decisions how to promote loyalty in different cultural contexts, customer expectations about communication channels, customer preferred communication channels, customer perceived service quality and customer satisfaction. Further, our theoretical contribution offers the means for international service providers to identify target audiences more precisely. Apart from using common demographic variables as key segmenting variables to define the target audience, the model proposes an additional segmentation variable, that is, customer expectations about communication channels in different cultural contexts.
When studying cross-cultural customer preferences, the definition of culture authors work with is not only culturebased, but also covers both cognitive and behavioural elements and consists of two parts -what culture is and how it manifests itself. Therefore, the authors of this paper hold that international service providers could identify their potential target audiences more sensibly if a combination of macro (demographic variables) and micro (expectations about communication channels) segmentation variables across different countries to match the conceptualisation of culture in cross-cultural research would be used. Our proposed model should be useful to service firms that are interested in sustaining relationships with their customers and earn their customer loyalty across cultures.
Research on communication channels and the usage of both traditional and interactive / mobile-based medium among international service providers has increased over the last years due to their contribution to customer satisfaction, customer loyalty and acquiring new customers in different markets. Although marketing academics and practitioners agree that identifying suitable communication channels is vital for a company's long term success with its customers, there is an on-going debate in the literature whether this integrated multi-channel communication platform is right for the customers and how effective it is for international service providers to promote and sustain customer loyalty that could become economically viable to firms, especially in services sector. It is our expectation that this model will be of interest to practitioners as the combined effects of customer loyalty determinants may lead to a long-term relationships with service firm customers.
Future Research
Our theoretical model and propositions call for further empirical tests of the effects of customer loyalty determinants in services sector across different cultural contexts. Several service sectors, especially those attributed to social marketing areas, across diverse cultural contexts may be used to empirically validate the model and limitations when attempting to generalise findings have to be outlined. Such empirical studies in the above sector would add to the investigation of customer loyalty determinants in services.
One of those services sectors could be services firms selling organic food to customers with intention to care for their healthier lifestyles and preserving the nature by growing food without any preservatives that might harm the environment.
Another services sector could be service firms operating in second-hand goods industry and organizing charity events for advantaged or disadvantaged citizens. For instance, services firms organizing charity events or selling second-hand goods in charity shops could be investigated in greater depth to better understand customer preferred marketing communication channels to better engage with those services firms. Specifically, customer profile and expectations from channels directing their communication channel preferences along with decisions by international service providers to match those customer choices should result in higher customer perceived service quality. Further, by offering the most relevant communication channels to their customers, international service providers are more likely to generate higher satisfaction among their customers and encourage repurchasing behaviour that would promise a constant market share with a tangible economic value for international service providers to run their businesses across cultures more profitably and enabling those services firms to donate part of their profits to less advantaged customers. Next, it might be important to monitor changes of customer preferences for specific communication channels at different customer relationship stages with charity service providers to provide recommendations for international service providers of charitable services on how to adjust their communication channel strategies accordingly to foster customer relationships with the company and promote loyalty behaviour of their customers across different cultures.
